Standalone Agency
to Map Green Wealth

Given declining forest

areas, their monitoring is
too important to be left to
forest departments alone
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Ever since it became possible to take de-
tailed images of the earth from satellites,
society’s ability to monitor what is hap-
pening to its forest or land cover im-
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proved dramatically. Today, anyone with
internet access can use Google maps and
seeeven individual treesinremote areas.
But when in the mid-1980s, the National
Remote Sensing Agency first published
its findings of forest cover change in In-
dia, a controversy erupted. The forest de-
partments did not appreciate that the
loss and degradation of forests within
their jurisdiction had become public
knowledge. They forced the government
to give the Forest Survey of India (FSI)a
monopoly in generating nationwide esti-
mates of forest cover.

Thus, technological potential was sub-
verted by its social organisation. The re-
cent controversy over how Forest Survey
of Indiareportsforest cover and the And-

hra Pradesh forest departments blaming
the Forest Rights Act for deforestation
pointsto the need to address the question
of how forest monitoringis organised.

» Wrong definition: Several critics have
highlighted the major problem with For-
est Survey of India’s approach, viz,
wrong definitions. The India State of For-
est Reportactually measures tree canopy
cover. So, their estimate of ‘forest cover’
includes areas under coffee, tea, rubber,
cashew or arecanut plantations, farm fo-
restry plantations of eucalyptus, casua-
rina or poplar, and even large city parks.

This is neither legally tenable nor prac-
tically ignorable. It violates the categori-
sation in the Forest Conservation Act,
1980, which explicitly classifies coffee,
tea, rubber, etc, as ‘non-forest uses’. And
the resulting overestimates are substan-
tial. For instance, in Chikmagalur dis-
trict of Karnataka, our mapping showed
that the Forest Survey of India estimate
of 46% ‘forest’ cover includesatleast11%
of coffee cultivation. In Kodagu district,
of thereported 81% ‘forest’ cover, atleast
30% is coffee plantations by the govern-
ment’s own estimates, leaving at most
51% asactual forest.

The Forest Survey of India’s forest cov-
er estimate also includes single-species
plantations of teak, eucalyptus, etc. But
if the reason we try to conserve forests is
because they harbour biodiversity, then
wemust conserve—and, therefore, mon-
itor — natural forests, not forest planta-
tions. Similarly; if forests are important
because they meet local needs of fire-
wood, grazing and non-timber forest
products, these needs are least likely to
be met from single-species plantations.
But through most of its 150-year history,
the forest service has felled natural vege-
tation and raised largely single-species
plantations, often of exotics. By not dis-
tinguishing them from natural forest,
FSIhidesthistrend andits impactonbio-
diversity and local needs.

Finally, if the purpose of monitoring is
to hold forest managers accountable,
then one needs to know what is happen-
ing in lands under the forest depart-
ments’ jurisdiction. But for the past 24
years, Forest Survey of India has not
been able to overlay legal boundaries on
their tree cover maps to distinguish pub-
licand private ‘forests’.

» Deeper issues: The Forest Survey of In-
dia’s response to these criticisms is a
promise to use higher-resolution imag-
ery. Buthow will seeing coffee or eucalyp-

tus plantations more clearly change any-
thing if eucalyptus is still considered to
be a forest? Alternatively, one might ar-
gue that if only the ‘correct’ definition of
forest were used with ‘correct’ categories
and in ‘correct’ jurisdictions, we would
get the ‘correct’ picture of India’s forest
cover.But, infact, weneed torethink both
the concept and the social organisation
of forest monitoring.

Conceptually, forests are important for
different benefits they provide to differ-
ent stakeholders. ‘Natural’ forests maxi-
mise some, such as biodiversity and wa-
tershed conservation, but more ‘open’ or
‘disturbed’ forests are good for local com-
munities for firewood, grazing and other
product collection, and plantations may
actually be best for timber production or
carbon sequestration. One needs infor-
mation on allthese aspects, which means
monitoring using multiple categories
that can be merged or separated as need

be. And, in a country of

_— our size and diversity,
The Centre this information is use-
was forced ful only if one knows pr-
to give the ecisely wherethe vegeta-
ForestSurvey tionislocated: which vil-
of Indiaa lage, which plotand und-
monopoly in er what legal category.

generating Organisationally, one
nationwide agency based in Dehra-
estimates of dun, with a few offices
forest cover across the country, can-

not map vegetation
change at the relevant level of detail.
Equally, an organisation headed by and
reporting to IFS officers will not produce
reliable estimates inrelevant vegetation-
al and jurisdictional categories, when
such information will be used to hold the
forest departments accountable.

In other words, forest monitoring is too
important to be left to foresters. It must
be carried out by an independent agency
working in a decentralised and transpar-
entmanner in collaboration with civil so-
ciety, and answerable to a broad-based
committee. Forest maps must be publicly
accessible on platforms such as Google
Earth and Isro’s Bhuvan, so that anyone
pointouterrors in wikimode. They must
be overlaid with the legal forest and pub-
lic land boundaries. Only then can we
hope to realise the potential of modern-
day technologies for environmental gov-
ernance and social development.
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